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Mireya Moscoso, 53, took the oath of office Sept. 1, becoming Panama's first female president. She
promised to give priority to social programs and to end her predecessor's neoliberal economic
programs. With a majority behind her in the legislature, the new president called on political
holdovers to resign as she begins a campaign to undo much of outgoing president Ernesto Perez
Balladares' policies.
Conspicuously absent from the inauguration, Perez Balladares addressed the Legislative Assembly
the previous day, citing peace, tolerance, and advances in democracy as his major accomplishments.
He told the Assembly he was the first president in many years who could say there were no political
prisoners, no newspapers closed, and no citizen deprived of the right to vote during his term. He
listed the government's investment in social programs, road building, and an economy improved
without adding to the national debt as other important achievements.
While many political analysts gave him credit for economic improvements and for sticking to
neoliberal policies to inject Panama into the global economy, others said his arrogance and lack of
political finesse led to his personal downfall and the defeats of his party. Perez Balladares won his
presidency in 1994 with only 33% of the popular vote. Many of the measures he took pride in a new
labor law, privatizations, state modernization were carried out without much popular support and in
some cases against protest marches, strikes, and demonstrations.
As for social advances, his critics see little abatement of poverty, producers hurt by lowered tariffs,
and an educational system starved for money. It was precisely Perez Balladares' adherence to
neoliberalism that led to his defeat, said Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) secretary
general Pedro Pereira.
The party's shift to the right under Perez Balladares was anther costly error, he said. The party "lost
its strong ties with large, marginalized sectors of society, which gave the victory to Mireya Moscoso."
He added that the PRD's task is to return to its center-left roots and recover its popular support.
However, PRD leaders have so far refused Moscoso's appeal for their support in legislating her
social agenda. In the final year of his presidency, Perez Balladares suffered four major defeats.
In August 1998, his bid for re-election was stopped by a referendum (see NotiCen, 1998- 09-03). In
May, Moscoso defeated his intended successor, Martin Torrijos, in the presidential election (see,
NotiCen, 1999-05-06). Torrijos went on to take control of the PRD from the president, winning a
party election for secretary general. A day before Perez Balladares left office, Moscoso's forces
worked a deal to take away the PRD's majority in the legislature and promised to reverse many of
his programs, appointments, pardons, and policies.
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President promises to modify neoliberal policies
In a press conference before her inauguration, Moscoso said her priorities would be to relieve
poverty and to improve health and education services. She said she would not follow neoliberal
policies and that she had informed multilateral lenders of her priorities and they had agreed to
support them. For starters, she vowed not to continue with a proposal to privatize the potable-water
service (Instituto de Acueductos y Alcantarillados Nacionales, IDAAN), which was high on Perez
Balladares' agenda.
Moscoso's Cabinet includes ministers from her Partido Arnulfista and from member parties of the
Union por Panama coalition that helped her win the election.
The ministers are: * Foreign Affairs, Jose Miguel Aleman; * Finance and Treasury, Victor Juliao; *
Interior and Justice, Winston Spadafora; * Education, Dora Rosas; * Public Works, Moises Castillo;
* Presidency, Ivonne Young; * Public Health, Jose Manuel Teran; * Labor, Joaquin Vallarino; *
Commerce and Industry, Joaquin Jacome; * Housing, Miguel Cardenas; * Agricultural Development,
Alejandro Posse; * Canal Affairs, Ricardo Martinelli; * Women, Children, and Family, Alba Tejada.
Some Cabinet members immediately began announcing changes. Canal Affairs Minister
Martinelli said labor policy proposals from workers on US bases should be "considered and
evaluated" to head off increases in unemployment as the bases shut down. Government and Justice
Minister Spadafora said he would take steps to end the longstanding backlog of cases in the justice
system. And the Cabinet as a whole is poised to root out corruption in government.

Last-minute pact gives Moscoso a majority in legislature
On the eve of her inauguration, Moscoso negotiated a five-year pact with 12 opposition deputies,
giving her a one-vote majority coalition in the 71-seat unicameral Assembly. The coalition comprises
five deputies from the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC), three from the Partido Liberal Nacional
(PLN), three from the Partido Solidaridad (PS), one from the Partido Civilista (PC), and 24 from
the Union por Panama, which includes Moscoso's Partido Arnulfista (PA). The PRD's power has
now been reduced to the mayoralty of Panama City. However, the Union por Panama controls the
municipal council there.
Signatories to the pact (Acuerdo Legislativo y de Gobernabilidad) promised to preserve democracy
and forge a national consensus. The pact also specifies which deputies will hold Assembly offices
and committee chairs and provides for a rotation of the top posts among the coalition parties. Some
deputies said the pact was intended to guarantee governability, which PRD control of the legislature
would have placed in jeopardy. Since the May presidential election, the PRD appeared eager to
block Moscoso's legislative initiatives, though in June, after a party consultation, it voted to allow
her to govern. Juan Carlos Varela of the PDC said the pact resulted from the PRD's preference for
confrontation instead of consensus seeking.
Solidaridad president Carlos Clement denied his party withdrew its customary support from the
PRD because Perez Balladares had fired Solidaridad members from government jobs (see NotiCen,
1999-07-29). Rather, it was to avoid the possibility that Moscoso might call a constituent assembly to
achieve governability through changes in the Constitution, he said.
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In its first test of strength, the coalition elected Enrique Garrido, an independent, as Assembly
president, defeating the PRD candidate by one vote. Garrido, a Kuna, is the first indigenous
president of the legislature. Garrido was expelled from the Partido Arnulfista for refusing to support
Moscoso's presidential candidacy. As Assembly president, he administered the oath of office to her.
The new Assembly session immediately took up discussion of which of the former president's laws
and decrees it would abrogate. In its first working session, the Cabinet agreed to ask the Assembly
to abrogate a July 23 law that enlarged the Supreme Court with the addition of the Sala Quinta
de Instituciones de Garantias Constitucionales (see NotiCen, 1999-07-29). Moscoso made the Sala
Quinta a prime target, regarding it as a court-packing scheme by which Perez Balladares could
protect himself and his policies from legal action after leaving the presidency.

New administration revokes pardons
Moscoso's first hundred days could very well be marked by other attacks on her predecessor's
actions. She has been especially firm in promising to review presidential pardons.
Five days into her term, Moscoso revoked 33 pardons signed by Perez Balladares two days before he
left office. Among those pardoned were collaborators of former dictator Manuel Antonio Noriega
(1984-1988) who were charged with murder, drug trafficking, or other serious crimes. Also revoked
was the pardon for Eduardo Herrera, former governor of Panama province, who authorized riot
police to invade the campus of the University of Panama last December to put down a protest
against the privatization of IDAAN (see NotiCen, 1998-12- 17).
The new administration signalled its intent to undertake a thorough housecleaning by asking for
the immediate resignation of all Perez Balladares appointees, including officials of the Autoridad
de la Region Interoceanica (ARI), the Sala Quinta, and the Autoridad Maritima. The Assembly's
Transition Committee also began looking into last-minute personnel changes Perez Balladares
made. Arnulfista committee member Lucas Zarak said many career employees of the Assembly
were receiving inflated salaries.
Other employees were political appointees to whom Perez Balladares gave career status to protect
them from losing their jobs in Moscoso's administration. Assembly career employees (funcionarios
de carrera) are supposed to meet specific educational and other requirements and are not subject to
dismissal on political grounds. Zarak said these appointees were advanced only because they were
Perez Balladares supporters.
Moscoso announced Sept. 5 that her administration would investigate former government officials
for possible charges of corruption. Among other accusations, she said departing officials had erased
government computer files. "There is nothing in them, and that is a crime," she said. Moscoso also
said many indications of corruption had surfaced in the executive branch, the legislature, and in
almost all government agencies. (Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 05/14/99; Associated Press,
09/01/99; Reuters, 09/02/99; El Panama America, 08/04/99, 08/30/99, 08/31/99, 09/01/99, 09/03/99,
09/04/99, 09/05/99; Notimex, 08/10/99, 08/30/99, 09/01/99, 09/04/99, 09/05/99, 09/06/99, 09/13/99)
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